Dendritic cells and class II MHC expression on thyrocytes during the autoimmune thyroid disease of the BB rat.
The BB rat is a well-established model for spontaneous thyroid autoimmune disease. Since antigen presentation in thyroid autoimmunity is still a matter of debate, we studied the presence of antigen-presenting dendritic cells in the thyroid of the BB/O rat during the development of the disease in relation to the presence of other leucocytes and the aberrant expression of class II MHC determinants by thyrocytes. Thyroid glands, as well as thyroid-draining lymph nodes, were investigated in enzyme histochemistry and immune histochemistry. The appearance of anti-colloid antibodies in the circulation at 6 weeks of age was accompanied by an increase in the weight of the thyroid-draining cervical lymph nodes, which contained many anti-thyroglobulin-producing plasma cells. The only noteworthy event in the thyroid gland in this early stage of the disease was an increase in the number of dendritic cells. T cells, B cells, and plasma cells were virtually absent from the thyroid, and thyrocytes were invariably negative for class II MHC determinants. Only after 18 weeks of age, when large accumulations of dendritic cells, B lymphocytes, and T lymphocytes were seen in 40% of the BB thyroids, could some class II MHC positive thyroicytes be observed. At this stage the thyroid also contained some anti-thyoglobulin-producing plasma cells. Our observations suggest that dendritic cells play a role in antigen presentation in the early stages of the thyroid autoimmune response.